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How People Vote, and Why Some Don't
The British voter is subjected to a heavy barrage of propaganda from all the major parties -and to occasional salvoes from minor groups and independents -during election campaigns, and to a lesser degree at other times. Earlier chapters of this book have sought to describe the various ways in which the parties seek to infl uence public opinion. This chapter will attempt to discern whether all this activity makes much difference to the way that people vote.
The traditional answer has been 'not much'. The dominant theories of voting behaviour in Britain have been mostly sociological, and rest on the idea that most voters identify with one or other of the parties. This identifi cation may follow from the voter's fi xed social characteristics, such as class or region, or it may be developed through social interaction with other people; it affects the way individuals understand political issues and assimilate political arguments, and predisposes them to vote in a particular way. Most voters, it is argued, are set in their ways, and are not much infl uenced by what happens in election campaigns, making up what is often referred to as the parties' 'core votes'. This belief has been based on the assumption that most voters are profoundly infl uenced by social class factors, and in particular by the political views of their parents, which in the great majority of cases are bequeathed to their children along with their more worldly possessions. These voters would be likely to vote the same way for most of their lives; but the minority of 'fl oating voters', who are prepared to switch their support between parties from one election to another, generally hold the balance of power between the parties so that election campaigns still matter and either of the major parties can hope to win the election. On this assumption, explaining the result of a British general election
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How People Vote, and Why Some Don't 179 therefore involves two separate factors -both the explanation and evolution of the long-term, underlying pattern, and the shorter-term factors such as the government's performance or the election campaign itself affecting the decisions of the fl oating voters.
For many years this belief was largely based on conjecture, and inference from the relatively small movement in the party share of votes recorded at each successive general election. Over the past four decades, however, a great deal of harder evidence has become available, partly from opinion polls but more particularly from a series of election studies, based on indepth interviewing, sponsored by the Social Science Research Council (now renamed the Economic and Social Research Council) since 1963, and directed by various teams of political scientists.
This series, known as the British Election Studies (BES), has involved interviews with more than 30,000 voters during eleven general elections, and has produced a series of major studies, 1 as well as a substantial amount of secondary literature. 2 Much of the argument in this chapter is based on the successive fi ndings of these surveys, 3 but also draws on MORI surveys from the 1997 and 2001 elections to confi rm how far the fi ndings of the earlier BES surveys are still true. In general, these have supported traditional beliefs, but have also suggested that though there is a stable pattern to the electorate's voting behaviour, it is by no means static.
One of the fi rst fi ndings of the BES was an emphatic confi rmation of the belief that most children voted the same way as their parents had done. Respondents were asked if they could remember how their parents had voted during their own childhood and were then asked their present voting intention. The result is shown in Table 13 .1. 4 David Butler and Donald Stokes, who were the authors of the fi rst of the BES studies, published in 1969, constructed on the basis of their detailed fi ndings on parental infl uence on voting a theory of political generations. This implied a long-term shift from Conservative to Labour as a result of demographic changes. The reasoning behind this was that it is only since 1945 that the number of Labour voters has been approximately equal to the number of Conservative voters. People who started voting before 1945 were much more likely to have Conservative-voting than Labour-voting parents. As these older voters died off, the proportion of 'hereditary' Conservatives in the electorate was bound to decline, while new generations of voters entering the electorate at the age of 18 were much more likely to be the offspring of Labour-voting parents. 5
